Lise Terdjman, Art history as hallucination

Through ongoing material inquiry and contextual experimentation, Lise

7”

Terdjman orchestrates “conceptual dialogues” which reveal the unspoken
aspects of collective memory. Her investigative art — constructed around
archives, narratives, witness accounts, and scientific sources — allows Terdjman
to lay out stories, all the while accepting a certain risk of delusion or
hallucination. It is with this work that she drafts alternative, subjective
mappings aimed at reconfiguring both the organisation of archival collections
and our own imaginations. Countering the spectacular, her practice performs
knowledge, weaves networks of correspondences, and breaks with the

supposed linearity of history in order to inspire new modes of thinking.
Conceptual Dialogues

Lise Terdjman'’s dual practice of research and creation unfolds at the intersection of
documentary and fiction. Informed by various epistemological fields, her all-
encompassing work investigates the frictions between art and society, evolving both
outside the institutions of contemporary art and within spaces steeped in history and
power. The artist often establishes “conceptual dialogues”, reasoning/resonating with
a variety of semiotic systems. Whether formal, metaphorical, or thematic, these
dialogues bring together not only people, generations, and communities, but also
territories or timeframes. Far from polarising, such new linkages invert perspectives or
shift our initial interpretation. Fiction becomes the driving force behind voluntary
hallucinations, paradoxically revealing that all archival documents are indeed
constructed.

In 2004, at the invitation of Patrick Faigenbaum, she took part, as an artist and
coordinator, in a project commissioned by Marie-Laure Bernadac, then head of
contemporary art at the Louvre Museum. Over the course of a year, young artists
investigated the museum’s many layers, collecting testimonies, wandering through
each Tuesday's deserted rooms, as the museum closed to the public. Through
fragmentary images and visual aphorisms, the collective exhibition entitled A cété
réve un sphinx accroupi, des photographes au Louvre [Nearby dreams a crouching
sphinx, photographers at the Louvre ] (2004-2005) deconstructed the traditional way
of looking at artworks. Lise Terdjman explored framing strategies, variations in scale,
chromatic shifts and new forms of lighting to broaden the viewer's perspective: a

mythological scene depicted on a ceramic dish by Bernard Palissy became a large-



format dreamscape in a photographic image, immersing observers in an alternate
space-time. Twenty years later, in a resurgence of that seminal moment, Terdjman
interprets the ceramicist anew, this time offering a contemporary reading of Palissy’s
written work, namely his Recette Véritable [True Recipe] (1563). Her ongoing project,
La terre n’est jamais oisive [The earth is never idle] (2023-2027), combines the artist’s
current ecological preoccupation with Bernard Palissy’s remarks on how to tend the
land during the Renaissance.

Such interpretive work and participatory observation have led Terdjman to
develop a keen interest in art history as well as in the art of memory and the
intertwining of temporalities. Indeed, organising mnesic traces has become her
preferred medium, as evidenced by her exhibition Trés chére Louise [Dearest Louise]
(2025) at the Musée d'Amiens, where she composed visual and narrative
constellations from the eclectic collection. While bequeathed by artist Albert Maignan
(1845-1908), Lise Terdjman opted to address Maignan's wife, Louise Lariviére (1854-
1947). Alongside a letter written to the invisibilised woman (who dedicated nearly
forty years to preserving a collection comprising artefacts from Egypt, Greece, Rome,
the Merovingian period, the Middle Ages, and East Asia), Terdjman added archival
documents and a box embroidered by Louise herself, from which the artist extracted
a series of illustrated proverbs, allowing her to imagine, to create a hallucinated
version the woman'’s story. In this context, she produced, amongst others, a video
work entitled Un tout petit objet portant un accessoire indéterminé [A very small
object carrying an unidentified accessoryl, reappropriating glass plate photographs
through drawing, one of Terdjman’s key critical methods. In a second interpretative
movement, her reading of the inventory becomes a sound piece, whose title Chevalier
sur son cheval en os de baleine, fragment [Knight on his whale bone horse, fragment]

highlights the archive’s poetical nature.
Ars memorativa

Upon entering the Musée d’Amiens, attentive viewers were greeted with the letter to
Louise alongside an installation titled Halluciner le legs [Hallucinating Inheritance] —
both pieces acting as a foreshadowing of subsequent rooms and works in the
exhibition. Elliptically recurring in the guise of drawings in negative, positive, or using
a reserve technique, the images constitute scattered clues. This series, Images
frappantes [Striking Images], elevates the traces of the past to a latent state,

recontextualising them and allowing viewers to perceive them anew.



Similar to Aby Warburg's Bilderatlas Mnemosyne, Lise Terdjman collides eras,
styles, and forms, forging new associations and paths of knowledge. Breaking down
the organisational canons of museological study, she allows the Maignan-Lariviere
couple’s intentions to resurface, revealing how “patrimony” influences our memories
and emotions. This fragmentation is clinched by a physical and mental architecture,
referring to the context described by Frances Yates in The Art of Memory (1966):
indeed, the author portrays the mnemonic function less as fixed storage and more as

a space to be explored, inhabited, and reconfigured.

Lise Terdjman’s practice is grounded in reinterpreting preserved fragments
pulled from archives, but is more importantly focused on their spatialisation and the
creation of meaningful ensembles. This logic underpins Chou pour chou Aubervilliers
vaut bien Paris [Cabbage for cabbage, Aubervilliers is just as good as Paris] (2023), a
work conceived in collaboration with medieval historian and CNRS researcher Viviane
Genest. Completed alongside an exhibition and documentary on vegetable farming
in the Plaine des Vertus in Seine-Saint-Denis, Terdjman’s composite drawing took the
form of a nomadic map which was then carried from garden to garden, and brought
to universities and cultural associations. This concept of a subjective map is also
developed via devices, protocols, and performative drawings, like, for example, as
part of the project Aimez-vous vos plantes ? [Do you love your plants?] (2021), which
was developed in the context of the Laboratoires d'Aubervilliers residency. Through
surveys, interviews with residents, and the temporary loan of their plants, the artist
forged links between personal memory, migration stories, Aubervilliers' agricultural
past, and the colonial origins of plant species.

This circulatory movement is as present in Lise Terdjman’s drawings — where
emptiness and air accompany gestural explorations — as in her performances. Words,
sounds, and letters resonate with one another through metonymy and porousness. A
case in point is her performance-lecture and accompanying microedition L’artiste
n’est pas [The artist is not] (2018), where sounds and images constitute a “mental
collision”, probing gender-based discrimination in art history. With Body Letters
(2021), at the invitation of Poul Pedersen, the body is transformed into writing,

allowing sound, word, sign, idea, and image to metamorphose into one another.



By staging knowledge in space, Terdjman can summon, move, and rearrange
each element. Her works function as reminiscences, engaging with anachronisms and
afterimages. By creating situations where images move ghostlike between eras,
stories, and media, Terdjman produces a form of visual knowledge that is in a constant
state of tension, never static. Her works can be seen as documented hallucinations,
showing how art history, far from being linear, is none other than a montage riddled
with omissions, ghosts, and lingering traces. Positioning her practice between the
factual rigour of research and the vertiginous heights of fiction, Lise Terdjman — whose
centuries-old surname means “translator” and “interpreter” — does not merely reroute

established narratives: she proves that there can be no memory without fiction.



